Michigan Reading Journal
Volume 21

Issue 1

Article 13

January 1988

Are We Trying To Save Drowning Readers by Throwing Them
Anchors? An Examination of Ability Grouping
Wayne C. Summers

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj

Recommended Citation
Summers, Wayne C. (1988) "Are We Trying To Save Drowning Readers by Throwing Them Anchors? An
Examination of Ability Grouping," Michigan Reading Journal: Vol. 21 : Iss. 1 , Article 13.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/vol21/iss1/13

From The Teachers & Writers Guide to Classic American Literature, edited by Christopher Edgar and Gary Lenhart,
2001, New York, NY: Teachers & Writers Collaborative. Copyright 2001 by Teachers & Writers Collaborative.
Reprinted with permission.
This work is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Michigan Reading Journal by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

a
ly
e
;e
m

:h
e.
·y
rs
a
a
)t
1,

Are We Trying To
Save Drowning
Readers by
.
Throwing Them
Anchors?
An Examination of
Ability Grouping

by Wayne C. Summers

r,
Ir

,r
e

·s
p

d
1t

>f
IS

e

r
n
e

h

J
;t
)

)

ii
r
)

~

r
r
r

1
f

i
2

Ms. Thelma Doright prides herself on being
a good teacher. She conscientiously divides
her class into three ability-based reading
groups so that she can better meet student
needs. Ms. Doright is careful to allocate the
same amount of reading time to each group.
Since the low reading group has great
difficulty with decoding, she spends most of
that groups' instructional time drilling them
on word attack skills. Although Ms. Doright is
trying her best to provide her students with
quality instruction, recent research would
question whether or not she is treating low
readers fairly. Instead of giving drowning
poor readers a life preserver, she might be
handing them an anchor. Her practices could
be ensuring that the low readers in her class
stay at the bottom.

readers wi 11 ever hope to catch up is if they
are given inequitable treatment. They must
receive more instruction, two or three times
as much if they hope to whip out their reading
deficit. Allington (1983), in a study of 21 first
grade classrooms, found that good readers
read about three times as many words per
day in their reading groups as poor readers.
This discrepancy in words read widens the
gap between the groups putting the poor
readers at an ever greater disadvantage.
The social context of low ability groups has
also been shown not to be conducive to
learning. Eder (1981) found that the most
immature and inattentive students were
placed in low reading groups. The result is
less time on task and more interruptions,
general confusion, teacher management
acts, and distractions. Listening to a student
stumble through a story in which he is losing
his place, misreading words, and reading
with no intonation or expression is difficult
even for a teacher with the patience of Job to
endure. Could this have much positive effect
on children who are naturally immature and
inattentive?
The instruction children receive differs
greatly from high to low ability groups. Good
readers do most of their reading silently,
while poor readers usually read orally. Eder
(1982) notes that during oral reading one
must maintain interest even when one is not
directly participating. In contrast, si Ient

Concerns About Ability Grouping
Research has questioned the practice of
dividing classes into ability groups for
reading instruction. Allington (1983, p. 548)
argues that "good and poor readers differ in
their reading ability as much because of
differences in instruction as variations in
individual learning styles or aptitudes." Are
we creating a learning environment which
prevents poor readers from catching up?
Studies show that teachers al locate about
the same amount of time to each reading
group. While on the surface this would
appear to be equitable, in reality, it conspires
against the low readers. The only way low
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1. Worksheets -- Decrease the amount of
worksheets. Time spent on indirect
teaching has been found to add little to
reading achievement (Leinhardt et al.,
1981 ). Make sure assigned worksheets
require students to use strategic reading
skills. Avoid worksheets which drill skills
isolated from contextual reading.
Consider assigning the reading of
literature as seatwork.

reading allows everyone in the group to be
actively engaged. Instruction to high reading
groups is more likely to be directed toward
obtaining meaning, while with poor readers
decoding is stressed (Alpert, 1975; Gambrell
et al., 1981 ). As a result of differential
instruction, good readers are more likely to
find their reading to be interesting and
rewarding. Thus, the type of instruction
students receive may actually increase initial
differences among reading groups.
One must atso consider the stigmatizing
effects of children who are placed in a low
reading group. These students have their
weaknesses identified and displayed to their
classmates. Is it any wonder that so many
poor readers try to escape from reading?
None of us likes to be reminded of our
shortcomings., yet we remind some students of
their's each and every day. A child who is
always picked last for kickball soon learns to
dislike and avoid the game. Are we causing
children to abandon reading for the same
reason.?

2. Self-Selected Literature -- Give
students a chance to read self-selected
literature every day. This could be
during regular reading time or a special
Uninterrupted Sustained Silent Reading
period. Reading show-and-tell times
could be scheduled to allow students to
share what they have been reading with
others.

C

3. Recitation Technique-- James Hoffman
reports success with low readers when
selections are taught using this threestep recitation technique: (1) The teacher
reads the selection, leads a discussion of
the selection, and helps the class make a
story map which is used to construct a
summary; (2) To improve oral expression,
the teacher models segments of the text.
Students, individually or in unison, read
the same text mimicking the teacher's
phrasing and expression; (3) Students
practice a portion of the text and
perform it for the group. (See Hoffman,
1987)
4. Explain Reading Strategies -- Duffy et
al. (1987) have found success with a
technique of directly explaining the
mental acts associated with strategic
reading.To teach ski IIs as strategies, the
teacher must bring these four conditions
to the instruction: (1) The teacher
describes, models, and provides
practice in the situation where the
strategy will be used; (2) The teacher
models alternatives - that is, modeling
the thinking process of evaluating the
situation and deciding which strategy to
use; (3) The teacher models the thinking
done while using the strategy; and (4)
The teacher interacts responsively with

What's A Person To Do?
About this time Ms. Doright is probably
saying, "If I don't ability group, how can I
teach the students in my second grade
classroom? Some of my students are still in
preprimers, while others are reading several
years above grade level. Surely you don't
expect me to put all of my students in the same
basal reader!"
As in most educational issues, there is no
easy solution to this dilemma. Research gives
us insights into why some methods work and
others don't. It does not, however, tell us very
much about what we should do or how we
should do it. There can be no one prescription
since each teacher · possesses a unique
combination of students, district mandates,
beliefs, and teaching style. The suggestions
offered below are not meant to be a series of
ten steps to follow but, rather, ideas on
rethinking classroom grouping. The premise
is that the distinction among reading groups
should be blurred while providing low
readers quality instruction and a real chance
to make substantial gains.
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the students as they develop an
understanding of how skills are used
strategically. (See Duffy and Roehler,
1987; Duffy, Roehler, and Putnam, 1987)

happen next. The teacher writes each
prediction on the blackboard and has
the students read the passage silently to
check their predictions. After all the
students have read the passage, their
predictions are checked to see if they
were correct, if they should be revised,
or if the students need to read more
before making a determination.

5. Doubling Instruction -- Meet with low
readers twice a day. By doubling the
amount of instruction low readers
receive, they can be given· a chance to
catch up.

Where Do We Go From Here?

6. Basal Common Ground -- If your
school will allow, consider making the
basal program "common ground".
Have the entire class read, discuss, map,
and summarize the basal stories. Low
readers could be paired with better
ones for unison reading or could read
alone with a tape recording of the
selection. If the current series cannot be
used in this way, consider locating and
dusting off an old series from the
storeroom.

The purpose of this article is not to suggest
that ability grouping must be eliminated.
Rather, the author hopes teachers will
examine ability grouping and its relationship
to student attitude and achievement. Then,
it's up to each Ms. Doright to ask the "how"
and "what" questions concerning which
changes will be incorporated in her classroom.
Questions like:
• How will I teach my poor readers to read
strategically?
• How can I increase the amount of
instructional time my poor readers will
receive?
• What can I do to make my poor readers
sound more like good, fluent ones?
• How can my poor readers be given more
opportunities to read silently?
• How can my groupings be made more
flexible to allow children of mixed ability to
learn together?
Instead of giving our poor readers anchors,
let's give them lifeboats. Let's make reading
an experience in which everyone is a winner,
not just those in the top group. While it may
be neither possible, not desirable to disband
ability groups, we can make changes which
will provide low readers an opportunity to
escape from reading failure.

7. Improving Fluency -- Let the poor
readers sound like good readers by
having them read a passage or selection
repeatedly until the reading becomes
fluent. (See Samuels, 1979)

8. Language Experience Approach
-- Add some Language Experience
Approach (LE.A.) reading activities to
your classroom. In LE.A., children write
their own reading material based on
their experiences and language
development. This allows low readers
to use individualized, high interest material
without the stigmatization of being in a
basal reader the rest of the class has
already finished.
9. Unison Oral Reading -- Instead of
always reading round-robin, do unison
oral reading with both teacher and
students reading simultaneously. The
teacher must be careful to set the pace
and model good reading.
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number to cal I is (616) 731-5617. Mrs. Ralston
will assist with questions of membership,
publications, conference materials, etc.
For the sake of- brevity alone, I have
addressed only the newer concepts dealt with
during the past year. We have continued to
provide focused drive-in conferences such as
the Administrators' Conference, the Childrens'
Literature Conference, the Newspaper in
Education Conference and the Vision and
Learning Conference. Our publications
continue to serve the needs of the
membership ... the flip-charts on "What
Research Says ... " and "New Decisions ... " are
extremely popular across the nation. "News
'n Views," our newsletter, is undoubtedly the
best state council newsletter in the nation.
The Journal as a source of current information/
research cannot be matched by any state
council.

To the members of the 1986-1987 Board
of Directors of the Michigan Reading
Assocation, I express my most sincere thank
you for the opportunity I have had to serve the
Association with you. To those who have
served the Board/ Association and are now
retiring from their duties, Dick Goodwin, Joy
Muehlenbeck, Cheryl Grueneberg, Ann Allen,
Helen Johncock, Lila Malmborg, Kevin
Barrens, Jeanne Dobes, and Glenowyn
Jones, I wish you God Speed, and thank you
for your hours of devotion to the work of
MRA. You will be missed. To the membership
of the 1987-1988 Board and the membership
at large, I wish you well as you set-out to
complete the goals and objectives of the
Association. It is important to realize that the
accomplishments of the Association are
worthless if these accomplishments do not
meet the needs of the members. Much has
been done; much more awaits an enthusiastic,
devoted membership. Good Luck!!
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